especially in a man-though I would say also in a w a strange way linked; they are the two aspects of on You see sometimes, quite concretely, that a man use his creativeness properly can, for purely psych sons, become impotent."' My contention is that the subject of impotence is profoundly intrinsic to The Scarlet Letter than has been argued and that it amplifies and enriches t literary dysfunction and ontological disappointm Custom-House."4 "The dark necessity" of The Scarle ceeds, I would maintain, as much from impotence as adultery, the impotent man being, surprisingly, th events. Paradoxically, the idea of inability enables b and novel, giving dimension not only to literary dy also to familial, literary, and ontological collapse as works through his contradictory endeavors to be a 4Although there is a general perception that Hawthorne scholars ha potence in The Scarlet Letter, the subject has actually received scant the interest in sexuality having focused on sexual politics, incest, homo compulsory attempt to suppress desire. The attempt to suppress desire crete from impotence, which is a want of power, not necessarily a want rarely results in impotence, desire and impotence often being in eviden same moment. See Nina Baym, The Shape of Hawthorne's Career (It versity Press, 1984) , and "Hawthorne's Women: The Tyranny of Soci nial Review 15 (1971): 250-72; Frederick Crews, "The Ruined Wal tency) and to rest in the manly strength of both an earthly and heavenly Father (Omnipotence).
A reading of the novel as a tale shaped by impotence is initially invited by Chillingworth, a character who fits the classic stereo type of the impotent man-an old man who marries a young wife, a husband who has been cuckolded. What may well lie behind the Victorian veil of the preface is that the tragedy of The Scarlet Letter-a tragedy carried forward by the guilt of the mal adulterer, the vengeance of the cuckold, and the community punishment of the female transgressor-proceeds not so muc from Hester's adultery as it does from her arranged marriag with an impotent man. Chillingworth, ironically named Roger, i old even when he and Hester marry and he does not father child by her. He admits from the first that he shoulders some blame for the whole tragedy. In the prison, just after Hester ha been made to stand on the scaffold with the infant, Chillingworth speaks to her: "Hester," he said, "I ask not wherefore, nor how, thou hast fallen into the pit. .... The reason is not far to seek. It was my folly, and thy weakness. I,-a man of thought,-a man already in decay, having given my best years to feed the hungry dream of knowledge,-what had I to do with youth and beauty like thine own! ... Nay, from the moment when we came down the old church-steps together, a married pair, I might have beheld the bale-fire of that scarlet letter blazing at the end of our path! ... Mine was the first wrong, when I betrayed thy budding youth into a false and unnatural relation with my decay."5
The rightness of Chillingworth's suspicion is evident, for Hester "deemed it her crime most to be repented of, that she had ever endured, and reciprocated, the lukewarm grasp of his hand" (p. 270), a comment that prompts the narrator to pronounce:
Let men tremble to win the hand of woman, unless they win along with it the utmost passion of her heart! Else it may be their miserable for- Nine years after their conversation in prison, C may seem to have altered his earlier assessment o tery; now telling her that all the unhappiness beg "went awry," he nonetheless continues to acknow bility in forcing marriage upon her. Of his arriva gland he says, "I was in the autumn of my days, early autumn" (p. 172), and he admits, "Peradv thou met earlier with a better love than mine, th been" (p. 173).
Old men, particularly those married to young wives, have been ridiculed throughout literature-mercilessly by Rabelais, Boccaccio, and Chaucer-as especially prone to impotence.
Robert Burton reinforces the stereotype in his 1621 The Anatomy of Melancholy. He defines impotence as "a man, not able of himself to perform those dues which he ought unto his wife" and notes that the disorder "is most evident in old men, that are cold and dry by nature, and married succi plenis, to young wanton wives." Burton, quoting Nevisanus and Aeneas Sylvius, writes that women are especially unfaithful to old, sexually dysfunctional husbands.6
The history of attitudes toward impotence, as it was inevitably disclosed in the sixteenth-and seventeenth-century English and colonial materials with which Hawthorne was obviously familiar, also places the exchanges between Chillingworth and Hester in an interesting light. Even in the early Catholic church, impotence was one of the few grounds for annulling marriages, and the frequency with which the complaint was raised caused British law in a superstitious age to be fairly complicated on the issue. Though restricted to problems of witchcraft, lines from the Malleus Maleficarum, a 1489 guide to court trials concerning witches, suggest just how intricately and how pervasively the problem figured into legal questions:
6Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy, 3 vols. (London: Dent Publishers, 1934), 3:266-67, 269. Wherefore the Catholic Doctors make the following distinction, that impotence caused by witchcraft is either temporary or permanent. An if it is temporary, then it does not annul the marriage. Moreover, it i presumed to be temporary if they are able to be healed of the imped ment within three years from their cohabitation. ... But if they are no then cured by any remedy, from that time it is presumed to be perm nent. And in that case it either precedes both the contract and the con summation of marriage, and then it prevents the contracting of a mar riage, and annuls one that is not yet contracted; or else it follows th contract of marriage but precedes its consummation, and then also, according to some, it annuls the previous contract. (For it is said in Book XXXIII, quest. I, cap. I that the confirmation of a marriage consists in its carnal office.)7
In consulting early American records, Hawthorne would have discovered a similar legal tradition in Puritan America, a tradition reflecting a view of marriage different from the nineteent century's. As he noted the harsh punishments exacted for sexu conduct outside of marriage in an earlier age, Hawthorne would also have recognized that sexuality in marriage was mandate and considered necessary. In seventeenth-century New En gland, failure to consummate marriage was a matter of grav concern. To illustrate the Puritan insistence on sex as a marital duty and pleasure, Edmund S. Morgan quotes from a manuscript of Edward Taylor's: failure to have sex "denies all reliefe in Wedlock unto Human necessity." From the records of the First Church of Boston, Morgan retrieves the case of James Mattock, who was expelled from that congregation for denying "Conjugall fellowship unto his wife for the space of two years together."8 Moreover, if Indeed, Cotton Mather, quoting in Magnalia Christi from the Cambridge Platform of 1648, reveals that o ognized grounds for annulment or divorce, the cau the list is impotence: "incapacities, and insufficienci terly disappoint the confessed ends of marriage."'o from the eighteenth century reveal a shift in attitu vorce, but impotence remained one of the few ac sons for ending a marriage. In "Divorce and the Ch of Women in Eighteenth-Century Massachusetts, indicates that women continued to sue for annulment on grounds of impotence but were evidently granted divorces less frequently than seventeenth-century women making similar cases. In one instance in 1780, however, in response to a complaint by Mercy Turner that her husband was impotent, the General Court annulled the marriage by legislative fiat."
In the text of The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne makes an oblique reference to the issue of impotence when he alludes to the Overbury murder. In the chapter entitled "The Leech and His Patient," an old man in the community claims to have seen Chillingworth "under some other name ... in the company with Doctor Forman, the famous old conjurer, who was implicated in the affair of Overbury" (p. 126). The association offers readers a possible motive for Chillingworth's departure from England as well as a hint that Chillingworth, if he is indeed a compatriot of Forman's, was not unacquainted with sorcery, for Overbury had died mysteriously after objecting to the divorce of the notorious Countess of Essex, who had been assisted by sorcerers, even by King James I, himself the author of a book on demonology. The point worth bearing in mind here, however, is that the Countess's grounds for divorce centered on her husband's impotence, a complicated charge that provoked theoretical arguments between the commission's judge and the king about witch-induced impotence and that rendered the case a textbook study in British family law as it involved sexual inadequacy. "Why," it is asked in the same chapter, the one entitled "The Leech," "Why, with such rank in the learned world, had he come hither? What could he, whose sphere was in great cities, be seek ing in the wilderness?" (p. 121). There are numerous clues throughout The Scarlet Letter-for example, in his fascinatio with "herbs of potency" and his transactions with the Indiansthat Chillingworth was not simply fleeing legal complications i England but pursuing fresh possibilities in America. Like Ponce de Leon, he has come to the New World not only in the broa sense to be a new man but in the narrow sense to be manly.
In the writings of contemporaries are clear indications tha what Ferdinand of Spain had commissioned Ponce de Leon t find in Florida was something to help him resume "his manl exercises." Spanish writers unfailingly call Ponce de Leon's ob ject not "the Fountain of Youth" but "the fountain which converts old men into youths."'3 Edward W. Lawson's The Discover of Florida and Its Discoverer Juan Ponce de Leon gathers to gether several such contemporary references. The waters o Bimini were understood by the Spanish historian Oviedo to "renovate, resprout and refresh the age and forces of he who drank o bathed in that fountain." Historian Antonia de Herrera, in h 1601 Acts of the Castillians, claimed that in bathing in the foun tain, "old men were turned into youths." Another contemporary Peter Martyr, wrote that the fountain "maketh old men young again." Martyr recounts further the story of an old man who, after bathing in the Fountain of Bimini, "brought home a manly strength, and to have used all manly exercises, and that he mar ried again, and begat children."'4Present-day reference sources have been faithful to this interpretation of the fountain. Th "function of this water was not to render man immortal, but t renew his vigour," states The Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, and The Encyclopedia of Religion indicates that "Fountains of Youth manifest a forever self-renewing potentiality for cre "'Garcilaso de la Vega, The Florida of the Inca (1605) ation."'5 The connection here between Chillingwor and Ponce de Leon's fountain, I would argue, is no far-fetched, for Hawthorne's fiction is, from first with fountains as figures of virility-resurrection Of particular pertinence, the town pump, which tency of "The Custom-House," metaphorically plan The Scarlet Letter.
The interrelations among Chillingworth's alchem tain of Youth, and potency become clearer wit Hawthorne's "Dr. Heidegger's Experiment," w explorer's search at its center: "'Did you ever hear tain of Youth,"' asked Dr. Heidegger, 'which P the Spanish adventurer, went in search of, two or ago?'""16 The chief attraction of Dr. Heidegger's po ability to restore the sexual vigor which in youth able and violently destructive. That the three old m the experiment had in their youth been romantic attention of the fourth participant, an old woman gest that the elixir is intended largely as a sexual r report that a scandal has surrounded the old woma of the old men had indulged in "sinful pleasur readers' expectations that the elixir will be used to powers. Indeed, the readers' attention is repeatedl sexuality of the subjects: they enter the scene, look had never known what youth or pleasure was" drinking the elixir, the widow "felt almost like a (p. 233); eventually "the gush of young life shot t veins" (p. 235); and the colonel's eyes "wandered buxom figure of the Widow Wycherly" (p. 234). T brief renewal ends in a violent display of sexual jea But they were young: their burning passions proved th to madness by the coquetry of the girl-widow... the th '5Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, 13 vols., ed. James Has Charles Scribner 's Sons, 1908-26) to interchange threatening glances. Still keeping hold of the fair prize they grappled fiercely at one another's throats. [P. 237] At the end of the story, the four go off in search of Ponce de Leon's fountain.
Chillingworth, also on a journey to renew his manly exercises, seeks his restorative not in fountains but in herbs and roots.
In his Indian captivity ... he had gained much knowledge of the properties of native herbs and roots; nor did he conceal from his patients that these simple medicines, Nature's boon to the untutored savag had quite as large a share of his own confidence as the European phar macopoeia, which so many learned doctors had spent centuries in elab orating. [P. 119] In the New World, Chillingworth is called "an apothecary" and "an alchemist," terms that seem to replace his Old World label "scholar." References to Chillingworth as an herb and root gath erer are frequent, and herbs and roots, of course, the latter be cause of their phallic shape, were regarded as aphrodisiacs. Mor particularly, two of the weeds that Hester associates with Chillingworth-deadly nightshade and henbane-were re garded (along with many others, to be sure) as love philters and cures for sexual inadequacy." The suggestions are sufficientl compelling to support a rather literal reading of the narrator's description of the activity in Chillingworth's laboratory: "weed were converted into drugs of potency" (p. 130).
Chillingworth is also reputed to have learned more than herbal medicine from his Indian captors.
Two or three individuals hinted that the man of skill, during his India captivity, had enlarged his medical attainments by joining in the incan tations of the savage priests; who were universally acknowledged to b powerful enchanters, often performing seemingly miraculous cures by their skill in the black art. [P. 127] Suspicions that Chillingworth has more than a pass sorcery abound: in whisperings about his associa Forman, about his being an emissary of Satan, abo the Black Man, about the similarity between his s of witches. The primary mischief of witches or Black Man, according to the Malleus Maleficaru struct "the venereal act." Witches are able to med cause "God allows them more power over this act, first sin was disseminated, than over other hu Though witches could also cause love sickness, t "obstructing generation" in men (even going so fa the penis disappear on occasion), a particularly ma speculated the Malleus Maleficarum, for the wome nated witchcraft.'9
In working her magic, the witch may either "dir the erection of that member which is adapted to or "prevent the flow of the vital essence to the me lies the motive power by closing as it were the se Chillingworth, repeatedly described, as his nam cold, would seem to suffer from the kind of power "a sign of frigidity of nature."20 Impotence was cau and it could be cured by witches. Chillingworth, it has been attracted to witchcraft, as he has been t cine, as a means of addressing his own sexual prob Given the historical context of impotence, especia annulment proceedings, given the author's allusion and magic in which the center of discussion and a nereal incapacity," given the cultural stereotypes o man and his adulterous wife embodied in the nove sations between Chillingworth and Hester suggest is initiated by his impotence. Scattered among recriminations and Chillingworth's accusations are that neither character is completely convinced that awry" was Hester's. Although Chillingworth's impotence sets the tragedy in motion, the New England community's repudiation of passion propels the plot forward, a power to obstruct the sexuality and vigo of its citizens that makes the old function of witchcraft superflu ous. That this society, into which Chillingworth so easily insinuates himself, values age and intellect over potency and creativity is clear from the first scene. The valued leaders in the community are old men, except for one young man who is old in spirit The women in the marketplace outside the jail are, in the eyes of the narrator, devoid of sexual appeal, being true descendents of "the manlike Elizabeth." The only appealing figure other tha Hester is a sympathetic young mother whom the author dis patches in her youth.
Although he had once attracted Hester, Dimmesdale is scarcely charming to the reader. His sexuality appears to ebb as his physical strength and moral vigor diminish. Aspiring to be saint, fasting frequently "to keep the grossness of this earthly state from clogging and obscuring his spiritual lamp" (p. 120), he denies his role as lover and father. Eventually he moves into home, not with a wife but with the impotent man Chillingworth The walls of his house reflect the society that devalues sexuality one of the stories told by the tapestry on the wall of his house the passionate one of David and Bathsheba, but it "made the fai woman of the scene almost as grimly picturesque as the woe denouncing seer" (p. 126).
Whether or not Dimmesdale has lost his sexual potency is matter for speculation, but what can be asserted without equivocation is that he is impotent in all other ways. Hester, whom on might expect to be better able to recognize his symptoms than others, is shocked that "His moral force was abased into mor than childish weakness. It groveled helpless on the ground (p. 159). Later she seems to wail in frustration, '"ilt thou die fo very weakness? " (p. 196 While the idea of sexual impotence assists the novel's plot, the very fact of the tale marks an end to poetic dysfunction. The narrator of "The Custom-House," realizing that his imagination is incapacitated and, thus, that he cannot have union with his readers, blames his affliction on a similarly afflicted (and infectious) community ruled by a once venal patriarch. Attempts to cure his dysfunction with various remedies have failed, but his unfortu nate condition is sufficiently reversible that he can anticipate an opportunity to unite with his readers. The preface ends with his pump gushing, a far cruder and more explicitly suggestive imag than the usual erotic fountain. The linkage of sexual and literary impotence in "The Custom-House" is everywhere present in its language: in the narrator's shame at being in an unmanly profes sion; the Platonic ideal of a momentary union of two selves tha once were whole; the impotence of place; the references to the narrator's loss of manhood; and the concluding reference to th phallic town pump.
Literary publication is made analogous to propagation in the first paragraphs of the preface when the narrator contends that some biographical writers view reader and writer as male an female, separate parts of a divided egg that are attracted into a kind of wholeness. Such an author approaches the reader as if h or she were "the one heart and mind of perfect sympathy; as i the printed book, thrown at large on the wide world, were cer tain to find out the divided segment of the writer's own nature and complete his circle of existence by bringing him into communion with it" (pp. 3, 4). The analogy to sexual union between writer and reader may explain why the narrator's very next wor are, "It is scarcely decorous ... " (p. 4). The narrator, perceiving writing as an invasion of the readers' rights, must keep the auto biographical urge "within ... limits" (p. 4). The connection th narrator makes between sexual union and the confidentialit with which an author speaks to reader-listeners is also made by Coverdale in The Blithedale Romance, when he discourages Zenobia's confidences as if they bordered on sexual impropriety and by Kenyon in The Marble Faun, who for the same reaso expresses his reluctance to serve as Miriam's confidant.
Before the narrator of "The Custom-House" proceeds further he reassures his lover-reader that he will keep his distance, "kee the inmost Me behind its veil," that he will keep "within these limits ... without violating either the reader's rights or his own (p. 4). In short, he curiously promises not to press an unseemly consummation upon his readers while at the same time indulging in some heavy courting. He will assume "a personal relation with them but maintain "a certain propriety" hopes, not dampening the excitement. His liter once received by the reader is conceived in terms offspring that can "complete his circle of existen ever, by "keeping the inmost Me behind the veil," readers rather than leveling with them; he jeopard prise, as does Dimmesdale with his incomplete a confessions from the pulpit.
The narrator probably decides that keeping "the behind its veil is a particularly wise plan of action inmost Me is not as presentable as it might be. In it is drooping, just like the American flag: "Fro point of its roof, during precisely three and a half afternoon, floats or droops, in breeze or calm, the republic" (p. 5). In writing of the failure of his vigo chooses words to describe himself, and civil serva tion, that in many cases carry sexual overtones. A pended and inanimate" within him; missing is "a s that gives the emphasis to manly character"; "his and elasticity are lost" (p. 39). Unlike the productiv no "enchanter's wand" (p. 24). He speculates that " ulty, if it had not departed, was suspended and ina me" (p. 26). An employee like himself who remain ment will find that "his own proper strength depa (p. 39). Finally, he writes, "I endeavored to calcula longer I could stay in the Custom House, and yet g (pp. 39-40) .
The narrator's vigor, because he has failed to use even repudiated it, is temporarily beyond his powe Reminiscent of seekers of powdered rhinoceros h key glands or of visitors to the chambers of Master the narrator experiments with some romantic rem ary incapacity before he is thrust from the Custom ... I bestirred myself to seek that invigorating charm of used to give me such freshness and activity of thought, I stepped across the threshold of the Old Manse [his ho tage]. The same torpor, as regarded the capacity for int accompanied me home, and weighed upon me in the ch most absurdly termed my study. Nor did it quiet me, when, late night, I sat in the deserted parlour, lighted only by the flickering coa fire and the moon, striving to picture forth imaginary scenes, which, the next day, might flow out on the brightening page in many-hued description. [P. 35] The charms, however, fail him:
But, for myself, during the whole of my Custom-House experience, moonlight and sunshine, and the glow of fire light, were just alike in m regard; and neither of them was of one whit more avail than the twink of a tallow-candle. An entire class of susceptibilities, and a gift connected with them,-of no great richness or value, but the best I had,-was gone from me. [P. 36] Looking back from the novel to its preface, one can see that the hero of "The Custom-House" plays out a convoluted dram of his own literary dysfunction through the sexuality of his fic tional characters. Each of the three adults can be regarded stages in the narrator's experience with literary creativity and in capacity. Hester's adultery, having occurred before the novel. be gins, is especially pertinent to that period before the narrator en ters the customhouse when, during a fruitful period of his lif (his creation of tales and of children), he believes himself is lated and censured for his conception, just as Hester is. In nineteenth-century Salem the creativity/sexuality of the youn writer is sacrificed much as seventeenth-century Boston had sac rificed the creativity/sexuality of the young mother to old age and intellectuality. In the customhouse, run by old men, there are n women, and in Hester's Boston even the children play game taught by old age, not by nature.
The author/narrator's dilemma over sexuality in the nove mimics his problem with artistic creativity. In the novel's endin he seems to pay heed to the nineteenth-century values earli deplored by wishing that women were "quiet," "pure," "ethe real," "spiritual," "unstained," or "unstainable" (p. 263) . Likewise with his own talent: he has an eye for the world's dark truths, a rich imagination and a sense of doom, passion, and existenti chaos represented by Hester and the "A," yet he s that what he creates, very much like the "good" w be "spiritualized," "sunshiney," should have a mora the fiction.
Chillingworth's sexual impotence and the actions result of his condition are most indicative of a m the narrator's despair over his literary deadness i house and his tendency to blame others for hi Chillingworth is bent on vengeance against the co against the man who has cuckolded him; the narrat geance against the man (the real-life object will al ter-obliquely in "The Custom-House" and di House of the Seven Gables) who has unmanned him ers take measures to remedy their dysfunction, C motivated to experiment with herbs and magic an turning to moonlight and mirrors.
The most startling analogue to the narrator's cre ever, is the morally reduced Dimmesdale, who, als community that de-sexes its citizens, has felt com his lover, his child, and his own generative nat while Hester at her needle and Chillingworth a demonstrate the artistry so important to the Dimmesdale, master of verbal arts, whose vocation matches that of the narrator. And for both men w are linked. The conjunction of sexual and literary i ident in the final day of Dimmesdale's life, when h greatest of his sermons and acknowledges his f Pearl, his union with Hester.
That day, just before he composes his sermon charged one for the cleric who has heretofore asp hood. He has spent the afternoon being remind love affair, privately encountering a sexually ren and anticipating a reverse migration to a restorat with his former lover. On the way home, "the mini to blight all the field of innocence" of a young ado "teach some very wicked words" to a group of ch recreate himself with a few improper jests" with sailor (p. 220). Comparable to the suggestive town Custom-House," which marks the end of the narrator's impo tence and his anticipation of the composition of his novel, is an account, orgasmic and onanistic, of Dimmesdale's compositio of his sermon-a scene that closes with him holding his pen i his hand:
Left alone, the minister summoned a servant of the house, and re quested food, which, being set before him, he ate with ravenous appe tite. Then, flinging the already written pages of the Election Sermon into the fire, he forthwith began another, which he wrote with such an impulsive flow of thought and emotion, that he fancied himself inspired; and only wondered that Heaven should see fit to transmit the grand and solemn music of its oracles through so foul an organ-pipe as he. However, leaving that mystery to solve itself, or go unsolved for ever, he drove his task onward, with earnest haste and ecstasy. Thus th night fled away, as if it were a winged steed, and he careering on it; morning came, and peeped blushing through the curtains; and at last sunrise threw a golden beam into the study, and laid it right across th minister's bedazzled eyes. There he was, with the pen still between hi fingers, and a vast, immeasurable tract of written space behind him! [P. 225] This, the scene that closes with fulfillment, the completion of Dimmesdale's sermon, posits a startlingly suggestive correlation between sexuality and creativity in a novel where the sexuality and incapacity of each of the three characters amplifies and complicates the narrator's temporary literary dysfunction. As Frederick Crews writes of these post-forest scenes, "the Election Sermon is written by the same man who wants to corrupt young girls in the street, and the same newly liberated sexuality 'inspires' him in both cases" (p. 325).
Chillingworth's legacy, on the other hand, is the death not only of romance but of romanticism, the failure of an immediacy and intensity of feeling characterized by Thoreau in the loss of hound dog, turtle dove, and bay horse, by Emerson in the too strong cup of Lethe, and by the narrator of The Scarlet Letter as "a wretched numbness," a "torpor," "a dwindling away." Yet out of impotence and loss, a certain independent strength emerges. In "The Custom-House" the narrator attributes the failure of his pen largely to his dependence on external sources of male vigor. in the weak earthly patriarchs, blurs the single-minded clarity, the security, the fortitude represented by solid-gold manliness. As the old fathers fall away, self-potency is an anticipated replacement for Omnipotence, and the pen rises independently to the occasion of a literary work.
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